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In the Sinhala language cinema of Sri Lenka, the 
decade of the 1990s has been one in which film- 


« makers have struggled against a range of economic 
and political odds to carve out a space within which 
] hey could engage in a cinematic exploration cí 
* contemporary Sri Lankan realities. The combination 


' ofi intensive globalization and militarization provided 
f social 
* disintegration saw the emergence of new social 


; phenomenon such as the female headed household, 
; the migration of women from their homes for paid 


. employment within and outside the country and 


the 


. enrolment of young men from poor rural families into 


à 
2 
$ 
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ithe army. 


* The film oeuvre of Prasanna Vithanage and Asoka 
: Handagama, two film makers who through their work 


: re-presented diverse modern narratives of life in 
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for women who behave as they are supposed to 
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fact at odds with the reality of rural poverty and 
unemployment that propels young people out of the 
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onalist mode of the Sinhala cinema 
into the for mel nations ich we saw à constant 
q 19705, in which we cong 
— illage life as the ideal. In his earlier 
cene din was prone to this simplistic 
= ion of village/good and urban/bad, for 
dh in Seilama(1995) and Sapta Kanya( | 233], In 
Kinihiriya Mal he loses the thread ol his substantive 
narrative which is about modernization, rural to urban 
migration, urbanization, export-oriented 
industrialization and the exploitation of the cheap 
labour and sexuality of women in Free Trade Zone 
factories because of this tendency to juxtapose and 
give added value to the traditional ideal, 


The protagonist of Kinihiriya Mal is Sanduni, the girl 
from the village who migrates to the City to work in a 
garment factory. The film depicts her life as a factory 
Worker and the difficulties in the process of 


adjustment rather marginally. Through a neighbour, 
Prinsy, who is the epitome of the ‘urbanized’ and 
Westernized' woman (read 'bag') Sanduni is 
introduced to a different life and lifestyle. At a party, 


the FTZs come from lower and middle-income families 


and have studied Up to senior secondary school level, 


films such as Kinihriya Mal continue to portray them 
aS poorly educated, | 


acking in experience and options 
and lacking confidence in themselves. | 


When news of Sanduni' 


s transformation reaches her 
vill 


age, her entire fife crumbles. Inevitably, Sanduni 
MUSt Meet with a tragic death. As she topples off the 
stairway of an urban multi-storey shopping complex, 
one Cannot help but wonder at the brazen symbolism 
of the concrete jungle consuming village innocence, 
Once again, my hypothesis is vindicated. It is only 
death that can resolve the social tensions generated 
by a young woman who transgresses the boundaries 
. of ascribed behaviour. Those who have abused her 
and violated her rights remain alive; she, who is 
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Her narrative str 
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nd Woman eres a 
the film moyss; 


confirms that She js pregna 
her report in hand, the you 
fact of her Pregnancy, and 


‘J sy 


woman walking away fro 
the news, she walks righ 


front of it. The last shot of the film is of her being iny: ! 
into the car by the passengers. f 


tinto a car and falls dow 


The flashbacks tell the Story of the film. The girl con ! 
from a rural middle class family. The Sequence | 
which she is pictured at home with her parents poi: ! 
to the fact that she is from a home in which the lei 

of poverty and need to seek 


traditional, with pieces of 
a middle-class existence, 
reminiscent of every Sinhal 
middle-class dwelling in ex 
verandahs and standard’ 
poster bed, 


at least in the past, It 
a film that depicts the rut 
actly this manner, witht 
old" furniture such asa fou 


Inoka’s depiction of life in the boarding. house 
occupied by young women factory workers? 
perhaps more accurate than Premaratna's, In boi 
films you do get a glimpse of the crowded and ofte 
unclean environments in which these women mus 
live, as well as the cramped living quarters in whic! 
Several-of them must live, cook and Sleep, The fac 
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aa the girl has a room of her ovn, 
sp situations i$ perhaps an 
amily circumstances 


| qhatin Sudang kil 
luxury i Uie 
fact that har f 
larger pan of her earnings für 


- wluch 15 à 
- indication of the 
. aliove her t0 retain a 
' herself 


- Her boyfriend i5 Gf anny man who sees her whenever 
he is on leave. [hey meetin her room, they meet on 
| the beach, here is a level of intimacy between them 
including sexual intimacy that would never have heen 
‘allowed’ in het home/village environment She is 
anxious, and excited by the pregnancy. Heis shocked. 
He urges her to have an abortion, and offers her 
money tà pay for it. She accepts the money but 


ambivalent about it. She seeks him out in his 


village and discovers that he is poor, married, with 
and a pregnant wife. She does not reveal 
rself to the wife and leaves 


determined to have the baby regardless of his 
demands. They quarrel and separate. She is on her 


arning for the baby. One night she delivers 
t ? The film is 


remains 


one child 
the truth about he 


own, ye 
the baby in the toilet, alone. What nex 


inconclusive, 


It is this inconclusive and ambivalent nature of the 
film that is expressed through its cyclical narrative 
structure. It challenges the viewer to delve deeper 
into the complexities of the situation and grapple with 
ihe choices that confront the young woman, rather 
than pursue the straightforward ‘possibilities’ of ‘what 
happens next’, It encourages us to look at the two 
young people in the film and examine their actions 
from the point of view of the broader context in which 
both are caught up in the whirlpool of freedom from 
family and community restraints and are yet also 
ensnared in webs of obligation and ascribed 
behaviour - she as the woman/mother and he as the 
‘macho’ man. 


The portrayal of the woman's character is much more 
nuanced than that of the man, in that we are given 
the opportunity to observe the emotional and 
nsychological forces that battle within her. She 
vacillates between her desire for the child, her anxiety 
about losing him and the relationship if she does not 
have the abortion, her need to confront him with the 
reality of his deceit and her reluctance to acceptthat 
she was susceptible to his trickery. Her journey to 
his home is a measure of herdaring and her personal 
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initiative. Hor response to his vafe and his son, her 
decision to hide the real reason for her visit from hain 
indicates har sensitivity to the ‘other woman. Hs ai 
the other hand is unwilling to face the consequences 
of his action, whether it is with his wife or his 
girlfriend, Itis clear thatthe fact that he is inthe army 
allows him to appear and disappear as he pleases 
and also allows him to appeal to the sympathy of the 
women in his life. 


BORA DIYA POKUNA 

| Bora Diya Pokuna is a film that 
at the writing of this review. 
he lives of three women 
ach other some years 


Satyajit Maitipe’s filn 
awaits public release 
The narrative builds on t 


factory workers who meet e 
after they left the factory and went their separate 


ways. Maitipe does not attempt to recreate the 
backgrounds from which these women have come 
to the factories. He merely places all three of them 
together in a hoarding house and juxtaposes their 
varying characters and friendship against their 


futures. 


Gothami, the main protagonist, is portrayed as a 
woman seething with desire, and longing for an affair; 
her friend Mangala is having an affair with Vipula, a 
young man from the Navy; the third woman, 
Suvineetha, refuses to engage with young men in the 
factory environment and keeps her faith with a 
boyfriend in the village. Gothami's longings manifest 
in her envy of Mangala and her seduction of Vipula 


under false pretences. Following their liaison, she - 


pursues him butto no avail. However, by then Gothami 
has conceived; she returns to a cousin's home to have 
the child. This village is not the stuff of pastoral idyll; 
itis poor, dry and one can easily imagine why Gothami 
has moved away from this environment. However, 
there is a level of tolerance in her family that enables 
herto return their in a time of need. When the child is 
born, she abandons it in a railway station. 


Years later, we encounter the three friends gathered 
at the home of Mangala and Vipula, who are married 
by then. The occasion Is a ritual of blessing far their 
child. Suvineetha turns up with her husband and child. 
Gothami too is by then married to an older man, 
previously married, They have no children. Their 
meeting leads to a range of exposures about their 

lives. Mangala confesses that the child is adopted. 
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She snd Vipula ere unable to have a child of their 


own Vipuls discovers that Gotham is testimony to 
"ES tertiity. Ke is desperate to know more about the 
cid he fathered with her, since itis probably the only 
che he will ever have, but that child is lost to him 
» aver Biology rears its head in the second half of 
^ie lm in a somewhat di Sturbing way, especially for 
em Ste who have spent the last decades arguing 
: Biolog iS Not destiny’ | The importance 
eccanded by Vipul to his "biological son’ and the 
warre interactions between Gothami (the ‘fertile’ 
one) sod Mongais (the ‘infertile’ one) which focus on 
mothertisos and on a woman's capacity to reproduce 
Ne species as being a definitive feature of 
winanhoad reduce the sophistucated and nuanced 
narrative of the first half of the film To that of "yet 
water Sim with a traditional focus ori men, women, 
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parallel narratives, one hs. Ls 
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work in a factory. Here the relationship between: 
two is of siblings, not of lovers. A critical drame 
moment in the film is the encounter between» 
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together with some of his army friends for aby ‘nr 
diversion. He is enraged to discover that his siste 2 
working there, because of the sudden closure gis fr 
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eT GARMENT GIRLS AND ARMY BOYS 


ant element of all the films in terms 
«formative term» of employment in both the 
las the gendered 


FIZ factories and the military as We 
f human relationships between these two 


nature 9 - 
sectors of the youth population 


and, 10 Me signific 


of the tran 


reedom that young 


leave their homes. 
way, and 


atthe films point to the sense of 1 
men and «omen ga! vihen they 'e2* 
employment [egitimises their moving a 
he finances with which they may live 

d also become contributing 
household back in the village. 
experiencing feelings of 
ess related to their living 
faith in relationships 
y and transient in 


which are essentially transitor | 
license to indulge in pre-marital sexual 


«irt, to seduce is important to both the 
n concerned; however, given the 
‘a] structures that prevail itis far more 
yiour for young Sri Lankan women from 
rounds. SINCE the films are all set in 
rj Lanka, that is the Sri Lanka of the late 
constant tension between the new 
Id sanctions are only to be 


patriart 
radical beha 


‘mogern 
20th century, the 
freedoms and the 0 
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ointing in an overview of all four 
rtrayal and representation of 
ri Lankan men and women 
hos that they are à part of 
whether intentionally 
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Yet what is dis@pp 
rims in terms of their po 
this new generation of S 
and the new Sri Lankan et 
constructing IS MY insight that, 
or not, all these young directors t00 often fall back 


on conservative and traditional modalities of 
understanding men, women, sex and gender 


relations. 
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AA d are portrayed as being self- 
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been so focuse indi 
the child en RM i m 
must be lauded for his d jicti da 
Medi epiction of the soidier tn /ra 

; iyama as the counter-hero, diffident, unsur 

in the end completely stunned by the md: 
what could be the fate of young women from vilag : 
like his in the context of globalization e! 
militarization. He weeps. He feels remorse for his 
macho behaviour in beating his sister. He makes a 
gesture of reconciliation by buying her a gift. These 
actions are, in themselves, à reflection of the 
director's attempt to create a different man. 


workers in the garment factories 
are portrayed as being independent and in search of 
hat which is ascribed by 


a personhood beyond t 
culture and tradition. Their entering into intimate 


relationships with young men is a part of this 
departure from the norm. Yet, in the end, they must 
adapt to tradition, conform, fit into the expected roles: 
Sanduni is not given à chance to do SO because she 
ic murdered. We leave the young woman in Sulang 
Kirillee on the verge of an uncertain future. Of the 
other women (three in Bora Diya Pokuna and one in 
Ira Mediyamal, one conforms out of ‘choice 
(Suvineetha in Bora Diya Pokuna), the issue of choice 
is not even relevant when it comes to the others. 
Gothami and Mangala in Bora Diya Pokuna are both 
completely caught up and defined by the 'biological 
reproducer trap while the younger sister in /ra 
Mediyama must beg her brother's forgiveness for her 


transgressions. 


The young women 


Charting the future is no doubt a difficult and complex 
task. Film directors, aS any other creative person 
engaged in the art of re-presentation and 
communication, face the challenge of articulating the © 
many options and alternative paths along which the 
future may be explored. Living and working in 
turbulent times such as ours in which conservatism 
and traditionalism constantly rear up in the guise of | 
affirmative social forces that seek to 'protect' us and 
our 'culture', the challenge of adequately reflecting 
changing social mores and social relations, including - 
gender relations, is even more complex and 


controversial. One can only hope thatthese and other 
I| go on to take on this 


challenge. 
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